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Note: This article was originally published in the European Journal of Qualifications, Spring 2011, and 
is reproduced in Level3 with permission. 
 
Policy development and implementation procedures for recognition 
of prior learning: a case study of practice in higher education 
 
Anne Murphy 
 
Abstract 
This case study presents a detailed description of the process of developing and implementing policies 
and procedures for recognition of prior learning (RPL) in one higher education institution, namely, the 
Dublin Institute of Technology, between 2007 and 2010. It relates the process to the nationally agreed 
principles and operational guidelines for recognition of non-formal and informal learning developed 
through a consultation process with stakeholders by the National Qualifications Authority of Ireland. 
The article includes examples of how RPL is being used to respond to government initiatives to 
stimulate the labour market and to facilitate continuing education for regulated professions. While the 
case study is specific to one institution and refers to one national qualifications framework, there may 
be elements which are sufficiently generic to be of value to readers from other states and working in 
different contexts of practice.  
 
Key words – APEL; continuing professional development; credits; levels; informal and non-formal 
learning; learning outcomes; recognition of prior learning/RPL 
 
Introduction 

Recognition of prior learning, both formal and non-formal learning, is now a key area of 

policy interest across national frameworks and across the two meta-frameworks in Europe: 

the European Qualifications Framework for Lifelong Learning (EQF-LLL) and the Bologna 

framework for the European higher education area (EHEA). It is also a significant policy area 

in vocational education and training, in continuing professional development, in sectoral 

qualifications, and with regulatory authorities and quality assurance bodies. Mutual 

recognition of formal awards and qualifications is being addressed through databases which 

have a high level of trust and confidence among users such as the ENIC-NARIC system. That 

trust and confidence is, of course, reinforcing the perception, and perhaps the belief, that 

knowledge, skills and competences (learning outcomes) which are codified in the 

standardised descriptors of education and training providers are somehow of greater exchange 

value than those acquired through social and work practices. RPL systems which try to mimic 

codified systems contribute to perceptions that experiential learning outcomes are somehow 

qualitatively less worthy of trust and confidence and therefore need more rigorous assessment 

than formal learning. However, experiences of RPL practitioners over two decades have 

dispelled many such myths and have proven that there are greater rewards than risks in 

integrating RPL into the normal business of education and training. 

 
This case study, however, is not a defence of RPL practice per se. Rather, it takes as a starting 

point that RPL is an inevitable higher education practice resulting from the trajectory of years 

of organic research and development at practitioner level which has now become an element 

of instrumental policy development at the meta level. This is not to argue that policy makers 
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are ill-informed about learning from research and practice: rather it is to argue that sustainable 

RPL development is more likely when policy development follows existing practices which 

already have the trust and confidence of practitioners at the real-world, micro level, and that 

RPL is less likely to succeed in contexts of instrumental, externally imposed policy 

interventions. 

 
 
The institutional context 

The Dublin Institute of Technology (DIT) is a large, urban college which achieved legal 

status and awarding powers in 1992 through amalgamation of six long-established colleges, 

some of which had over a century’s tradition of education provision in professional and work-

related fields, including apprentice and craft training. This history invariably enabled the 

development of progression pathways and professional development arrangements, which 

could, in retrospect, be described as recognition of prior learning (RPL) systems. Like many 

other providers in the 1990s, the DIT developed draft policies for accreditation of prior 

experiential learning (APEL) following models of practice in the United States and the United 

Kingdom and had its own systems for determining equivalence of awards and qualifications. 

However, the draft APEL policy was not formalised at the time, possibly because of the more 

pressing issue of accommodating the rapidly expanding numbers of school-leavers 

progressing to higher education. Procedurally APEL was regarded as time-consuming and 

individualistic, and indeed it was under-theorised and overly-technicist at that time. Nor were 

the technologies of qualifications frameworks such as levels of learning, modules, credits 

systems, or agreed definitions of learning outcomes widely available to facilitate scaled-up, 

sustainable RPL systems. However, the scholarship of APEL was developing over the 1990s 

supported by national and EU-funded research projects, by the research and publications of 

individual academics, and by the Irish APEL Network for Higher Education which was active 

for the years before the development of the national framework. This supportive ‘local’ 

environment with its pockets of indigenous RPL expertise made the wider development of 

RPL relatively easy in more recent years. 

 
The National Qualifications Authority of Ireland (NQAI) was established in 2001 and the 

National Framework of Qualifications (NFQ) approved in 2003. Also in 2003 a policy 

document related to access, transfer and progression of learners invariably led to the 

development of an RPL policy document in 2005 with a statutory obligation on all providers 

of education and training to develop and publish its RPL policy and to implement that policy. 

The case study in this article begins at that point in time and describes RPL policy 

development actions and implementation activities in the DIT up to 2010.  
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Table 1:  Irish nationally agreed principles for RPL 

Principles for the recognition of prior learning 
 
The principles for the recognition of prior learning are addressed to education and training providers, 
awarding bodies, and those in the workplace. The principles are available to those who are developing 
systems of recognition of prior learning and to those who wish to make use of the prior learning that has 
been recognised by other providers or awarding bodies. 
 
General 

 The recognition of prior learning will give value to all learning, no matter how that learning is 
achieved. 

 Participation in recognition is a voluntary matter for the individual. 
 The recognition of prior learning will be part of an inclusive approach to learning by education and 

training providers and awarding bodies. 
 Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for access, transfer and progression to 

education and training and for the achievement of an award. 
 Recognition of prior learning will provide opportunities for learners to participate on an active basis 

in society in general and within a workplace context. 
 

Quality 
 Recognition of prior learning should be fully embedded within the quality assurance procedures of 

providers and awarding bodies. 
 Recognition of prior learning should maintain the standards of the National Framework of 

Qualifications and its awards. 
 Processes for the recognition of prior learning should be credible to all stakeholders.  
 The outcomes-based approach of the National Framework of Qualifications supports the attainment of 

awards through diverse routes, including the recognition of prior learning, and such recognition of 
prior learning will maintain and support the standards associated with the National Framework of 
Qualifications and its awards. 

 
Communication/documentation 

 A clear statement of the policies, processes and practices of the education and training providers and 
awarding bodies for the recognition of prior learning should be available to all users.  

 Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be clearly documented.  
 Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be communicated openly and 

clearly to all. (Applicants, education and training staff and assessors). 
 

Assessment 
 Assessment criteria for the recognition of prior learning should be published, made explicit to 

applicants, and applied consistently and fairly. 
 Assessment criteria should be based on learning outcomes of awards or standards of knowledge, skill 

and competence set out in the National Framework of Qualifications and by the relevant awarding 
bodies. 

 Assessment and verification mechanisms for the recognition of prior learning should be appropriate 
and fit for purpose. 

 
Process 

 Guidance and support should be available for applicants and all involved in the processes of 
recognition of prior learning. 

 An appropriate appeals mechanism should be in place. 
 Recognition of prior learning processes should be easy to understand, fair and transparent, and be 

conducted in a reasonable time frame. 
 The recognition of prior learning processes should be organised in such a way that they do not create 

barriers for the applicant 
 Appropriate resources to support the processes for the recognition of prior learning should be in place. 
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National principles for RPL 

Nationally agreed principles for RPL were produced by an RPL consultative group 

representing all education and training stakeholders convened by the NQAI in 2004. 

Following a series of intensive working sessions a consensus was reached on the text of the 

document:  ‘Principles and operational guidelines for recognition of prior learning in further 

and higher education and training - June 2005’. In relation to the possible benefits of RPL, the 

final document contained the following text:   

 

Benefits of developing principles for the recognition of prior learning 

Recognition of prior learning should meet the needs of learners. Recognition of prior learning 

can support the socially inclusive purposes of further and higher education and training, in that 

it facilitates entry to programmes, gives credit to or exemptions from a programme of study or 

access to a full award. Recognition of prior learning can address the needs of disadvantaged 

groups, part-time students and mature students, and can have a positive impact on retention of 

students. In addition, recognition of prior learning gives opportunities to providers of 

education and awarding bodies to use their assessment capability to up-skill individuals and 

meet workforce needs at local and national levels. Recognition of prior learning can bring 

benefits to the workplace by enhancing worker’s employability and a better matching of skills 

demand and supply. 

Recognition of prior learning can assist in supporting staff development within organisations 

by increasing staff motivation to undertake appropriate education or training. It can reduce the 

amount of time required to acquire a qualification. 

 

Specific principles relate to quality assurance, communication/documentation, assessment, 

and process. These principles formed the basis of the 2007 DIT policy document for RPL.  

The implications of each principle are elaborated in Table 1 above as included in the NQAI 

document.  The agreed principles aimed to combine the benefits above with specific details in 

relation to how providers of education and training should integrate RPL into academic 

activities as a normal practice. 
 
 
Operational guidelines for RPL 

The NQAI document of 2005 is specific in outlining the statutory responsibilities of all 

education and training providers in enabling the agreed RPL principles to be implemented at 

operational level under the Authority’s published procedures for access, transfer and 

progression of learners (2003). Five elements of RPL implementation were distinguished: 

review and updating; operational approaches; assessment; applicants; communications. These 

elements were further elaborated into a set of very specific operational guidelines as follows: 

 
  

4

Level 3, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [2018], Art. 3

https://arrow.tudublin.ie/level3/vol9/iss1/3
DOI: 10.21427/D7D73G



Level3          Issue 9                 2011              Dublin Institute of Technology 
 

5 
 

Table 2: Operational guidelines for RPL 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Pro-active stance of the DIT 

The DIT was represented on the RPL Advisory Group by the author of this article who was 

subsequently appointed as RPL Policy Development Officer in the Directorate of Academic 

Affairs on an academic secondment basis. An RPL policy was to be developed and approved 

by Academic Council within one academic year and a two-year implementation plan to 

follow. The implementation plan was subsequently agreed as a key element of the Institute’s 

strategic vision and negotiated as an action in the overall two-year strategic development plan 

as summarised in Table 3 below: 

  

Review and updating 
 Each further and higher education and training awarding body will review and update the 

policies and procedures that it has in place for the recognition of prior learning following the 
publication of these guidelines and each body will review its policies and procedures on a regular 
basis in the future. 

 
Operational approaches 

 The units, modules, programmes and awards that can be achieved on the basis of recognition of 
prior learning should be identified.  

 Where any limits are put in place on the proportion of learning that can be recognised as prior 
learning, these should be explicitly stated. (In the case of direct applicants, the awards Councils 
cannot put in place any such limits for their awards) 

 The roles and responsibilities of those involved in the process should be clearly set out, for 
example, the applicant, the assessor, and any other persons or boards/committees involved in 
recognition processes. 

 Process should ensure that, where possible, the applicant can complete the recognition process in 
a shorter time than it would take to achieve the relevant unit, module, programme or award. 

 Collaboration across sectors and between awarding bodies, providers and stakeholders should be 
encouraged. 

 
Assessment 

 Assessment of prior learning should be carried out by persons who are competent. 
 Assessors and other persons involved in the recognition process should be given training and 

support as appropriate. 
 The development and use of a range of assessment mechanisms should be encouraged. These 

should be proportionate to the task and comparable to other assessment processes used to 
determine whether learning outcomes have been achieved. 

 
Applicants 

 Applicants should be fully informed of the application process, the stages within it and the nature 
and range of evidence that is considered appropriate to support a claim for the recognition of 
prior learning, including the learning outcomes against which prior learning will be assessed.  

 The availability of guidance and support to applicants in the submission of evidence for 
assessment will be promoted. There should be contact points for advice and support and they 
should be clearly signalled. 
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Table 3: 2 year RPL implementation strategy 
 
          START                             1 Year                            2 Years 
RPL policy agreed by Academic Council 

1. First RPL guide for academic staff                ......... 
2. Information on public website                        .........                   ....                  ....           .... 
3. Information on staff intranet                         .............                                  ............... 
4. Consultancy and briefings for staff                ...    ....    ....    ....    ....    ....     ....    ....    ....     
5. Formal staff training                                                           ....        ....      ....    ....      ....  ....    
6. RPL in Assessment Regulations                                                                 .... 
7. RPL in Academic Quality Assurance                                                               .... 
8. RPL case studies and exemplars                                                             ....       ....      ..... 
9. Protocols for Recruitment & Admissions                                                            .... 
10. Comprehensive RPL Guide for staff                                                                  ....         
11. RPL services for applicants                                                                                               ....                                           
12. RPL scholarship and research                        ............................................................... 
13. Review and updating                                                                                                              ....                                     

 
From the workplan it is clear that a key element is on-going briefings and consultation with 

both academic and administrative staff. Consensus was essential in negotiating changes to 

quality assurance procedures in relation to assessment, programme design and articulation of 

learning outcomes. Without such consensus the approved RPL policy could not be 

operationalised. Likewise formal training of staff was essential in relation to their immediate 

procedural or pedagogical needs. Clearly admissions and records staff had immediate need for 

clarity of procedures in relation to advanced entry, module exemptions and accumulation of 

credits. Academic staff had a range of needs related to programme design, assessment 

procedures, allocation of credits and noting of RPL decisions in the student record system. 

Additionally academic staff involved in partnerships with workplaces and regulated 

professions had immediate needs in relation to negotiating advanced entry and module 

exemptions for groups of learners and perhaps for work sectors.  

 
 
The consultation and consensus-building process 

The process of developing RPL policy was based on broad principles of sustainable 

development including identifying existing good practices, consulting all stakeholders, 

subsidiarity to local management level where possible, and a ‘light touch’ approach to 

implementation guidelines with appropriate flexibility to accommodate diversity in 

epistemologies and professional practices without undermining trust and confidence in DIT 

awards. Before starting to consult staff formally, an RPL mapping exercise was undertaken. 
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The stakeholder mapping exercise identified the academic staff groups and operational 

functions with degrees of interest and involvement in RPL policy development and the 

external stakeholders upon whom that policy could impact. In Figure 1 below the likely 

degree of involvement of external stakeholders is indicated by the size of arrow. 

 
Figure 1: Mapping RPL external stakeholders 

 
         
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Likewise a mapping exercise to illustrate internal colleagues likely to have a need for an RPL 

function confirmed that RPL has a range of applications across the business of the Institute 

and that several staff groups and units would require briefing and training. Again, the degree 

of involvement is illustrated by the weighting of the arrows, as illustrate in Figure 1. 

 
Figure 2: Mapping internal stakeholders with relationship to RPL function 
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A series of interviews and focus group sessions were held to establish existing practices and 

preferences for future policy development. There was remarkably little divergence of opinion 

except for an expressed unease about the possibility of achieving of a full Institute award on 

the basis of RPL. This unease was taken into consideration in the draft and final RPL policy 

document with limitations placed on the nature of the prior learning presented for a DIT 

award at the final stage. 

 
The mapping exercise itself was useful in deciding if RPL was to be considered a marginal, 

peripheral activity managed in a discrete office or unit, or if it was to be embedded in all 

aspects of business of the Institute. The decision in this regard was that RPL as an academic 

activity was to be delegated to School level with quality assurance oversight at Faculty level 

subject to quality assurance policy agreed by Academic Council. This was a fundamental 

decision in relation to the agreed national principles, and in relation to the resources required 

for full implementation of agreed policy. It was also significant that RPL was firmly thus 

regarded as an academic activity related to standards of the Institute’s awards and not an 

administrative procedure removed for the normal academic business of teaching, learning, 

assessment scholarship and research. Additionally it was not to be regarded as a marketing 

device, or a recruitment and admissions procedure where the assessment element is separated 

from the academic domain.  

 
 
Visioning the RPL continuum across framework levels 

When the decision was taken to regard RPL as primarily an academic activity, it then became 

necessary to vision how and where it could be used across all programme design and  award-

making activity. Figure 3 below represents the first visualisation of an RPL continuum across 

NQF levels 6 to 10 (Higher Certificate to Doctorate)  and which included sub-strands of the 

framework such as minor and special purpose awards. That vision took into account 

programme design and pedagogical models such as continuing professional development 

courses and work-based learning arrangements in addition to traditional taught programmes. 

It presumes both horizontal and vertical movement across NQF/EHEA levels within the 

DIT’s own range of awards initially, and indeed interface with the EQF-LLL in the future. 

 
While the continuum may appear coherent and logical as a visual image, in reality the range 

of RPL practices in a large, diverse organisation such as the DIT is considerably more 

complex. It is fair to concede that we have not yet achieved the full visualised continuum of 

RPL which ideally would include facilities for self-assessment of learning in relation to 

awards. Such a possibility would include procedural challenges such as continual updating of 

awards and of module learning outcomes, together with descriptions of how each learning 

8

Level 3, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [2018], Art. 3

https://arrow.tudublin.ie/level3/vol9/iss1/3
DOI: 10.21427/D7D73G



Level3          Issue 9                 2011              Dublin Institute of Technology 
 

9 
 

outcome could be achieved through RPL. However, a start has been made on this issue as 

described later in this article. 

 
 

Figure 3: Vision of the RPL Continuum 
 
 L6                  L7            L8      L9             L10 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         Access, advanced entry, module exemption, whole award 
 
 
 
                                                                                                              Access, full award 
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Portfolio for valuing learning from experience                                  Systems for work-based learning 
 
 
 
 
 

A start has also been made in bringing coherence to the RPL portfolio/dossier by designing a 

generic RPL application template based on the Europass CV. This model has been tested with 

large numbers of applicants to programmes funded by the Government as initiatives to re-skill 

and up-skill recently unemployed workers. The portfolio model combines the recruitment 

information and academic advanced entry information required to scale-up the RPL process 
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for labour market sectors. This division of information in a single process satisfies both 

administrative and academic staff, minimising the role tensions that are often a feature of RPL 

activities. 

 
The RPL continuum has not yet fully articulated how an internal academic model will 

interface with in-house work-based learning and company training. Attempts have been made 

to explore the interface between individual learning plans of employees with both DIT 

framework awards and with customised awards. This research is referred to later in this article 

in relation to facilitated work-based learning. 

 
 
RPL policy approval process 

The draft DIT RPL policy document was submitted to Academic Council in May 2008 and 

made available for general consultation and comment. The final document was passed by 

Council in June of that year with no significant changes.  

 
 
RPL implementation strategy 

A key element of the RPL policy document, as indicated earlier, was that implementation was 

designated to School level rather than located in a central operation or unit, thereby 

confirming the School structure as both the decision-making level and the level of operational 

implementation. This enabled each School to build on its own academic RPL culture within 

its existing practices, with policy oversight and quality assurance at central level. A general 

implementation guide in relation to the approved RPL policy and the text of the nationally 

agreed principles and operational guidelines was circulated by the author. The rationale for 

the guide was that it would facilitate the emergence of practices at the level of the academic 

programme which were ‘owned’ by the School and which were a good fit with approved 

policy and in line with national guidelines. An example of an RPL implementation planning 

exercise is illustrated in Figure 4 below. The text of the principles is presented followed by an 

exercise which would move RPL from principle to local practice. 

 
Figure 4: Example of RPL implementation exercise 

 
Nationally agreed principle: 

 Processes and practices for the recognition of prior learning should be communicated 
openly and clearly to all. (Applicants, education and training staff and assessors). 

 
 
 
 
 
 

10

 
Please describe where and how RPL information will be available at School/Department/programme 
levels (website, brochures, leaflets…). 
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The guide included activities to enable academic staff to consider each and every principle 

and operational guideline in the nationally agreed document of 2005 with the RPL policy 

agreed for the DIT. In reality, the task of drafting RPL policy at School level fell initially to 

staff who had an immediate need to integrate RPL into their own programmes. Their 

experiences were useful in generating case studies and repositories of models, processes and 

supporting documents for others to learn from and to develop further. This bottom-up meets 

top-down approach offers a degree of academic freedom to staff to debate the nature of their 

disciplinary knowledge and to consider how such knowledge can be achieved in the ‘learned’ 

curriculum of work and life as well as the ‘taught’ curriculum of academic programmes and 

awards. This essentially is the key business of RPL and indeed the epistemology of 

disciplinary, professional and sectoral knowledges is the most elusive element of RPL 

‘politics’ in the current landscape which revolves around the technology of learning 

outcomes. Unsurprisingly this is the area of RPL which is the most intellectually engaging for 

academic staff and which represents a context for discussion of their tacit knowledge which 

should logically precede development of policies and procedures for relationships among 

national and meta-frameworks! 

 
 
Information, awareness raising and capacity building 

Since the approved RPL policy 2008 document was based on existing practice, as well as on 

statutory obligations, it was inevitable that the immediate needs of staff would have varying 

degrees of urgency. Academic and administrative staff involved in arrangements for non-

standard entry and advanced entry inevitably required urgent guidelines. Academic staff 

involved with exemptions and credits based on prior learning had different, but equally 

urgent, needs. In response, the approach to information provision, awareness raising and 

capacity building involved the following: 

1. General briefing of academic staff in all Faculties as well as in-depth consultation 

where there were urgent needs 

2.  Intensive briefing sessions with staff involved in academic quality assurance 

3. Training days with staff involved in student admissions and processing of 

applications with structured opportunities to formalise their existing RPL  procedures 

for transparency and recording purposes 

4. Development of a formal continuing professional development programme at  

            Masters level for academic and administrative staff with high levels of RPL  

            involvement 

5. Consultancy and intensive workshops for academic staff groups with immediate 

curriculum and assessment design needs. 
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Information for the public was designed and published both on the DIT website and in printed 

form. In this regard, and as indicated earlier, it proved conceptually and procedurally difficult 

to design any meaningful RPL self-assessment resources for the general public since all RPL 

applications are related to awards and qualifications only. In the Irish qualifications 

framework there is no provision for allocation of academic credits which are of a generic 

nature and not evaluated in relation to awards in the framework. Nor is there yet a fully-

developed credit system for vocational education and training on the framework in the same 

way as the ECTS system applies to higher education.  This particular framework design issue 

has had a mixed impact on how higher education providers designed their RPL arrangements 

for two particular reasons. Firstly, it made arrangements simpler in that a provider need only 

consider RPL in relation to its own awards. Secondly, it solidified the division between 

academic awards and professional practice awards. The subsequent development of ECVET 

credits and the EQF for lifelong learning have not significantly reduced this division. But, 

perhaps this is a debate for the future!  
 

RPL in assessment regulations and procedures  

A significant element of RPL is the assessment process used in the recognition process. In 

higher education, assessment is generally regarded as an academic activity carried out by 

appropriately competent staff. Accordingly, an augmentation was agreed by Academic 

Council to the DIT General Assessment Regulations 2009 to reflect this principle. The full 

text of that augmentation is outlined in Table 4 below. 

 

Criteria for evaluating prior certificated learning 

The RPL policy development and implementation exercise exposed the need for greater 

transparency of existing practices with regard to evaluating prior certificated learning for 

entry and module exemption purposes. Prior certificated learning is mostly used to evaluate 

applications for entry to postgraduate programmes. The DIT traditionally managed that 

process quite transparently with clear benchmarks for standard entry. Additionally a non-

standard entry committee evaluated applications from applicants who did not quite meet the 

benchmark criteria but who demonstrated a capacity to succeed and benefit. All non-standard 

decisions were subject to external quality auditing on an annual basis and outcomes 

monitored with regard to norms of academic standards. Statistics in this regard over several 

audits indicated that applicants who achieved entry with a combination of certificated and 

experiential learning performed marginally or significantly better than the ‘standard’ entrant. 
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Table 4: RPL in General Assessment Regulations  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 
This feature has been found at undergraduate levels as well. The encouraging aspect of this 

finding is that RPL is an overall benefit to academic standards and not a risk in any way. The 

finding also reinforces the natural justice argument that gate-keeping on the basis of 

certificated learning is an unsustainable position. However, even within this stance it is 

essential that the criteria applied to evaluation of prior certificated learning be made explicit 

for all stakeholders. Guidance to DIT staff is to use the following criteria:  

 

8   Recognition and Assessment of Prior Learning 
 
In instances where RPL is used for initial entry, advanced entry, progression, or transfer, the process is broadly one of 
‘recognition’ for admission to a programme rather than a process of assessment  of learning in relation to a programme or 
award per se. In instances where RPL is used for exemption from a programme module, or from an element of a module, 
or for a whole award, the process is essentially one of assessment.  The purpose of assessment in these latter instances 
is to establish if sufficient and appropriate prior learning, either certificated, or experiential, or in combination, has been 
acquired to justify the exemption or award sought. RPL for exemption or award, therefore, is subject to General 
Assessment Regulations of the Institute specifically as follows: 

a. Assessment of prior learning is normally related only to the learning outcomes of the award, 
programme, modules, or elements of modules, concerned. 

b. Assessment of prior learning should be carried out only by staff who are competent in 
assessment of the programme or award concerned in an RPL application using normal 
programme arrangements for internal and external examining. 

c. Assessment methods used for RPL should be appropriate and fit for purpose. 
d. Module exemptions awarded on the basis of RPL should attract the same number of ECTS 

credits as the module itself. 
e. Programme documents and student handbooks should indicate the extent of RPL permitted in 

relation to exemption from modules, exemption from elements of modules, or for achievement 
of a full award. 

f. Programme documents and student handbooks should indicate if modules exemption on the 
basis of prior learning are graded for award classification purposes or awarded as exemptions 
with credits only. In cases where graded exemptions are available, the criteria for assessment 
should be clearly articulated the approved programme Document. 

g. Student handbooks for programmes which permit RPL should indicate the level of support 
available for preparation of an RPL claim as well as indicating the form/s of assessment used, 
together with the assessment criteria to be applied. 

h. Where exemption is awarded for an element of a module, programme documents and student 
handbooks should indicate arrangements for award of marks. 

i. Students who successfully achieve module exemptions on the basis of assessment of prior 
learning should be fully informed of the consequences for marks and classification purposes.  

j. Students who seek and achieve module exemptions and who subsequently re-consider should 
have the right to decline module exemptions and to take modules in the taught mode. 

k. Exemptions achieved on the basis of RPL should be entered into the student record through 
BANNER or other appropriate system using EX. A notional pass mark of 40% should not be 
used to represent a module exemption based on RPL as it may have consequences for 
progression, compensation, and/or classification. 

l. Documents/materials/products used for successful RPL exemptions or awards should be 
available to Examination and Progression Boards in the same way as traditional assessment 
documents/materials/products. 
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 Volume (years)  Volume (credits) 
 Depth/NQF level  Learning outcomes 
 Content  Readings 
 Research component  Practice component 
 Internship  Currency/Recency 
 Examination papers  Status of awarding institution 

 
 
Criteria for evaluating prior experiential learning (non-formal and informal learning) 

In reality, RPL applications usually contain a mix of certificated and non-certificated 

evidence of learning. However, it is essential to apply different, but ‘equal’ criteria to 

evaluation of experiential learning in relation to learning on formal programmes. The 

recommended criteria for DIT staff are as follows: 

 
 Authenticity   Relevance 
 Currency  Level in relation to NQF descriptors 
 Sufficiency/no gaps  Capacity of the applicant to succeed and benefit 
 Good fit with learning outcomes of receiving award/programme. 

 
Academic quality assurance matters 

A key principle of nationally agreed RPL principles is that RPL should be fully embedded 

within the quality assurance procedures of providers and awarding bodies. Accordingly the 

DIT has amended its Handbook for Academic Quality Enhancement to include RPL quality 

assurance arrangements agreed by Academic Council. The key text in those amendments is 

contained in tables 5a, 5b and 5c below. They are sufficiently explicit and require no 

additional comment here. 

 
Table 5a: RPL in Quality Assurance  
 
Summary of Quality Enhancement procedures    

Recognition of Prior Learning  

Recognition of prior learning (RPL) is a process used in the DIT for the following purposes: 

- to achieve entry to a programme of study at initial or advanced stage 

- to achieve exemption from an element/s of a programme 

- to transfer from one programme to another 

- to achieve a full award. 

To ensure quality enhanced RPL practices at programme, Department and School levels careful 

cognisance should be taken in validation and review processes of the following: 

a. DIT policies and procedures for RPL approved by Academic Council in June 2008. 

b. General RPL Implementation Guidelines in line with nationally  agreed RPL Principles and 

Operational Guidelines 2005. 

c. Chapter 8 of General Assessment Regulations, June 2009 in relation to assessment of prior learning. 

d. The RPL-related element of the revised Module Template 2010 (M1). 
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Table 5b:  Summary of assessment by RPL 
 
5.7 Assessment by RPL  

Assessment by RPL is detailed in Chapter Eight of the General Assessment Regulations, June 2009 and 

represents Institute policy in this regard.  The principles and procedures in that chapter are further 

elaborated in the text below. 

Essentially assessment by RPL involves relating prior learning to the intended learning outcomes of a 

module or set of modules and granting the appropriate number of credits and/or module exemptions in 

cases of successful applications.  Ideally, module descriptors should indicate arrangements for RPL, 

both APCL and APEL.  Ideally, the sets of criteria for assessment of certified and experiential learning 

outlined in the RPL Implementation Guidelines for Schools should inform the process of assessment of 

prior learning at module level.  Results of RPL assessments at module level should be noted on the 

Examination Results Broadsheet using Ex for module exemption and the appropriate marks where a 

grading system was used.  If RPL is used for module exemption at an award classification stage, the 

arrangements for calculation of the overall classification based on marks should be explicit in 

programme documents. 

 
 
Table 5c: RPL information for students 
 
RPL in the Student Handbook                         
ii. Programme details 

a.  duration of the programme and minimum and maximum periods of registration 

b. list of those lecturers on the programme together with an outline of their areas of interest 

c.  class timetables 

d.  list of (a) recommended and (b) reference textbooks 

e. general schedule of examinations and assessments, relative weightings of courses/modules, re-

checks and appeals 

f.  regulations for progression through the programme  

g.  regulations for module exemptions based on RPL 

h.  recognition of the programme by appropriate professional bodies. 

 
 
Embedding RPL in Module Descriptors 

In line with the technical requirement of the NQF, the EQF-LL and EHEA, the DIT now uses 

modular programme design with sets of programme learning outcomes and module learning 

outcomes for its awards. The RPL augmentation to the module template involved 30 words, 

as highlighted in Table 6 below. These 30 words have been a significant technical catalyst in 

provoking academic discourse. 
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Table 6:  RPL in Module Descriptor Template  
   
 
N Module  

Pre-
Requisite 
Modules 
code(s) 

 
Co-Requisite 
Modules code(s)  

 
ISCED 
Code 

 
ECTS  
Credits 

 
Module Code 

 
Module Title 

       

1.1 Module author: Person(s) responsible for writing the module. 

1.2 Module Description:  

In this section a brief description of the general subject of the module. Statements about how the 
module is structured into Knowledge (breadth, kind, range), Know-how and skill (range and selectivity) 
and Competence (context, role, learning to learn, insight). Structure should map onto the learning 
outcomes. 
 

1.3 Module aim  

 The aim of this module is to…………….. 
 
Learning Outcomes:   
 On completion of this module, the learner will be able to……………. 
 
 

1.4 Learning and Teaching Methods:   
When designing the module, tutors should consider the variety of learning methods, which may be used 
to achieve the module learning outcomes.  This section should state these processes for the module.  
For example:  lectures, discussion, role-play, case study, problem-solving exercises, video, film, work-
based learning, readings, project work, self-directed learning, dissertation, computer-based learning, 
ODL, correspondence, or a combination of methods. 
 
Module content: 
Description of syllabus content covered in module. 
 

1.5 Module Assessment  

1.6 Statement on the methods of assessment to be used to measure the stated learning 
outcomes of the module. 

Statements on proportion of marks allocated to each element of assessment in the Module (Practical, 
Theory, Continuous Assessment etc). 
Statements on performance requirements in individual elements of Module, if any:  e.g.- minimum 
performance threshold.   
Statement about module assessment based on RPL (APCL and APEL) including the 
methods of assessment to be used to measure the achievement of the stated learning 
outcomes of the module. 
 

1.7 Recommended Reading: (author, date, title, publisher) 

1.8 Web references, journals and other: 

 
Further Details: e.g. class size, contact hours. To be delivered in one semester or year- long. 
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RPL for up-skilling and re-skilling in the workplace 

One of the key expectations of RPL is that it will contribute to efficiencies and quality in the 

labour market by enabling more focused training and up-skilling pathways. As with other 

aspects of RPL, the DIT has found that expressed needs and local practices precede policy in 

this regard. Companies, professional bodies and sectors tend to find solutions to their own 

problems, often in negotiation with education and training providers. Devising an RPL 

strategy in a vacuum, without realworld problems has not tended to be sustainable. 

Nonetheless it behoves us as providers and awarding bodies to visualise such a scenario so 

that responses are not invented newly for each and every situation.  Figure 5 below is a 

‘vision’ of RPL for DIT-company responses to labour force needs developed as an element of 

the EU Project: Facilicode (facilitated work-based learning) in which the DIT is a partner. 

 
Figure 5:  RPL facilitating individual learning career progression  

as well as company needs 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

Irish NQF Possible opportunities 
 

10 
Doctorate 

a. Professional doctorate based on work-related activities 
b. RPL the first element –evidence of new knowledge 
c. Negotiated pathway/learning contract 
d. Must produce further new knowledge 

   9 
Master 

Postgraduate Diploma 
Postgraduate 

Certificate 

 
a. Full programme 
b. Discrete units as CPD courses/activities 

8 
Honours bachelor 

degree 

 

7 
Ordinary bachelor 
degree (formerly 

Diploma)  

 

 
 

6 
Certificate 

(VET) 

 
5 

School leaving/basic 
qualification 

 

Advanced 
learning 

 
Professional 
learning 

 
Basic learning 

                          
Progression 
opportunities 

Generic standards for 
sector  

Discrete 
CPD awards 
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At the curriculum and pedagogical design level it was clear that an overall ‘vision’ of how an 

RPL and work-based learning contract model might operate in reality.  With this in mind, a 

collective of academic staff contributed to the model illustrated in Figure 6 below. This model 

illustrates how an experienced practitioner seeking a specific higher education award which 

takes account of prior learning might go about negotiating a learning contract to achieve the 

learning outcomes of the award. This model is ideal for a progression pathway to the next 

level up on the national framework in question. It also illustrates how prior learning can be 

integrated in a meaningful way into a pedagogical design in real time. The model is now 

being used in a number of professional development contexts in the DIT particularly for 

sectors and regulated professions. 
 

Figure 6:  Model of curriculum process with RPL and WBL 
 

 
 
  

Description of 
work roles and 
activities since 
graduation.  

Description of 
formal 
certificated 
learning 
undertaken 
since 
graduation. 

Description of 
non-formal and 
informal 
experiential  
learning 
acquired since 
graduation. 

 
‘Match’ their prior 
learning to the 
learning 
outcomes of the 
selected 
programme or  
new award. 

Identification of 
significant 
learning 
achieved, and 
identification of  
learning gaps, in 
relation to the  
new award 
desired using 
RPL process. 

Learning gaps filled 
through work-based 
learning contracts  
and/or by taking 
modules in relation to 
programme/award 
modules/learning 
outcomes. 

STEP  1. 
Applicant 
provides: 

STEP  2.  
Applicant self-
assesses to: 

STEP  3:  
with academic 
guidance: 

Revisit and 
submit portfolio 
with RPL  
evidence, 
module learning 
assignments and 
WBL learning 
contract activities 
for assessment, 
grading, credits 
and award. 

STEP  4: 
Assemble and 
submit 
portfolio/dossier 
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Who needs to know what about RPL? 

As a result of policy development and implementation experiences it is clear that there are 

varying ‘need to know’ levels across academic, management and administrative staff. The 

RPL policy and practice guide for staff 2010 offers an indication of ‘who needs to know 

what’, as indicated in the example in Table 7 below. 

 
Table 7: Who needs to know what about RPL? 
 
Non-academic staff  Should know about… 

 
 
International recruitment staff  at 
fairs, events etc 
 

 RPL policy 
 RPL in relation to programmes 
 Processes for establishing equivalence of awards 
 Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs) for applicants and 

staff 
 
Recruitment staff on school visits, 
advertising etc  

 Specifics of RPL on programmes for initial entry,  
       advanced entry, transfer etc  
 RPL Policy 
 FAQs for applicants and staff 

 
Admissions staff processing 
applications  

 RPL policy 
 Programme entry requirements 
 Criteria for APCL and APEL for initial entry and 

advanced entry 
 FAQs for applicants and staff 

 
 
RPL scholarship 

As mentioned earlier in this article, the scholarship of RPL/APEL is a growing field of 

academic research interest. The processes of RPL can be unsettling for traditional academic 

staff who have little or no involvement with professional development or work-related 

learning. Indeed, there is a growing scholarship which is critical of the trend towards overly-

technicist, outcomes-based learning where only particular learning is valued and rewarded, 

particularly if there is an over-emphasis in policy on human capital models at the expense of 

social and cultural capital. Tensions in beliefs about legitimate forms of knowledge are 

inevitable across higher education traditions. RPL can sometimes be the site where such 

tensions become public. In such contexts there is merit in facilitating expressions of concern 

and making divergence of opinion explicit without an adversarial culture of competing tribes 

and territories.  

 
RPL can impact on norms of curriculum design and relationships with external stakeholders. 

In this regard it is essential that staff have sufficient time and space to consider the impact of 

RPL on their personal and institutional practices in the same way as developments in learning 

and teaching generally are managed.  
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With this in mind, DIT staff are encouraged to make use of the RPL scholarship resources 

available in Schools and on the staff intranet and to participate in the continuing professional 

development programme about RPL policies, procedures and pedagogies. 

 
 
Left to do 

At this stage there is virtually no scepticism about the value of RPL among DIT staff. Since 

using RPL is a matter for academic decision at the programme level there is no managerial 

imposition and therefore no resistance. What remains to be done relate to technical, political 

and institutional issues rather than ideological, epistemological or pedagogical issues. Some 

of those issues are indicated below. 

  
Technical 

The most challenging aspect of RPL implementation across international experiences seems 

to be the management of applications using on-line self-assessment systems. This has also 

been the experience of the DIT. 

 
Political 

The meta-promise of policy documents that all learning can be made visible and subsequently 

valued is ambitious and perhaps disingenuous to the general public. The DIT has managed 

this reasonably well to date by relating all RPL activity to its own current or past awards in 

the first instance and by using trusted databases of qualifications to establish equivalence. 

However, this area of activity is not entirely complete. 

 
Institutional 

How to manage expectations from RPL in a fair and transparent way – both internally and 

with the public – is one of the last remaining ‘things to do’ about RPL in the DIT.  

 
Cultural 

What may seem as loosening of control by introducing RPL can be uncomfortable and 

unsettling for traditional academic cultures.  So too can top-down tightening of control over 

what was heretofore an area of academic freedom. Innovatory academic staff will invariably 

continue to be innovatory, but being too-far ahead can stimulate over-re-action by 

traditionalists and perhaps risk loss of credibility and trust in the innovation. The public 

management of well-considered RPL innovations is perhaps the next stage for the DIT and 

one which is welcome. 

 
 
 
 
 

20

Level 3, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [2018], Art. 3

https://arrow.tudublin.ie/level3/vol9/iss1/3
DOI: 10.21427/D7D73G



Level3          Issue 9                 2011              Dublin Institute of Technology 
 

21 
 

Bibliography 
 
Adam, S. (2007) ‘New challenges in recognition: the recognition of prior learning. Why is the recognition of prior 
experiential learning important and what are the national and international implications for this for lifelong 
learning?’, Bologna process seminar, Latvia, 25-26 January 2007, Riga  
 
Anderson, P. And Harris, J. (Eds) (2006) Re-theorising the recognition of prior leaning, UK: NIACE 
 
Apple, M., Kenway, J. and Singh, M. (Eds) (2007) Globalising education: policies, pedagogies and politics, New 
York: Peter Lang 
 
Beard, C. and Wilson, J. (2002) The power of experiential learning, UK: Kogan Page 
 
Burns, R. (2002) The Adult Learner at Work: the challenge of lifelong learning in the new millennium, Australia: 
Allen and Unwin 
 
Brennan, J. and Little, B. (1996) A review of work based learning in higher education, UK: HEQE 
 
Challis, M. and Raban, C. (1999) Higher Education: learning from experience? UK: Sheffield Hallam University 
 
Coffield, F. (Ed) (1998) Learning at Work, UK: ESRC and Polity Press 
 
Coffield, F. (Ed) (2000) The necessity of informal learning, UK: Polity Press 
 
Colley, H., Hodkinson, P. and Malcolm, J. (2003) Informality and formality in learning: a report for the learning 
and skills research council, UK: Leeds: L& SC 
 
Croker, D., Ellis, D., Hill, Y., Storan, J. and Turner, I. (1998) APEL Beyond Graduateness, UK:SEEC 
 
Delanty, G. (2001) Challenging Knowledge: the university in the knowledge society, UK:SRHE and OUP 
 
Edwards, R., Gallacher, J. and Whittaker, S. (Eds) (2006) Learning outside the academy: international research 
perspectives on lifelong learning, UK: Routledge and Taylor Francis 
 
Eraut, M. (1994) Developing professional knowledge and competence, UK: Falmer Press 
 
Evans, N. (Ed) (2000) Experiential learning around the world: employability and the global economy, London and 
Philadelphia: Jessica Kingsley 
 
Falstead, A., Fuller, A., Unwin, L., Ashton, D., Butler, P., Lee, T. and Walters, S. (2004) ‘Exposing learning at 
work: results of a recent survey’, paper presented to the Work, Employment and Society Conference, UMIT, 1-3 
September 2004 
 
Fenwick, T. (2003) Learning through experience: troubling orthodoxies and intersecting questions, 
Florida:Kreiger 
 
Fraser, W. (1995/6) Learning from Experience:  empowerment or incorporation?, UK; NIACE 
 
Garrick, J. (1998) Informal learning in the workplace, London and New York: Routledge 
 
Geoghegan, B. A. (2004) From personal to public learning: philosophical, pedagogical, policy and procedural 
aspects of APEL in higher education, unpublished PhD thesis, National University of Ireland, Maynooth 
 
Gibbons, M., Limoges, C., Nowotny, H., Schwartzman, S., Scott, P. And Trow, M. (2007 edition) The new 
production of knowledge: the dynamics of science and research in contemporary societies, London: Sage 
 
Hagar, P. (2004) ‘The competence affair, or why vocational education and training urgently needs a new 
understanding of learning’, Journal of Vocational Education and Training Volume 56, Number 3, 2004 
 
Harris, J. (2000) RPL: power, pedagogy and possibility, Pretoria: Human Research Council 
 
Jarvis, P. (2007) Globalisation, lifelong learning and the learning society; sociological perspectives, UK: 
Routledge 
 
Kincheloe, J. (1999) How do we tell the workers? The socioeconomic foundations of work and vocational 
education, US: Westview 
 
Malcolm, J., Hodkinson, P. and Colley, H. (2003) ‘The inter-relationships between informal and formal learning’ 
Journal of Workplace Learning, Volume 15, Number 7/8 2003 pp313-318 

21

Murphy: policy development

Published by ARROW@TU Dublin, 2018



Level3          Issue 9                 2011              Dublin Institute of Technology 
 

22 
 

 
Michelson, E., Mandell, A. and contributors (2004) Portfolio development and the assessment of prior learning, 
Virginia: Stylus 
 
Murphy, A. (2006) ‘Where does APEL fit in higher education?’, DIT online journal Level3 Issue 2 
http://level3.dit.ie/html/issue2_list.html     
 
Murphy, A. (2007) APEL matters in higher education, Red Lion Press, Kilkenny 
 
Murphy, A. (2010) RPL matters in the DIT: policies, procedures and pedagogies, Directorate of Academic 
Affairs, Dublin Institute of Technology 
 
Nixon, I., Smith, K., Stafford, R. and Camm, S. (2006) Work-based learning: illuminating the higher education 
landscape, UK:The Higher Education Academy 
 
Tynjala, P., Valimaa, J. and Sarja, A. (2003) ‘Pedagogical perspectives on the relationships between higher 
education and working life’, Higher Education 46: 147-166, 2003 
 
Von Krogh, G, Roos, J. and Kleine, D. (Eds) (2000) Knowing in firms: understanding, managing and measuring 
knowledge, London: Sage 
 
Weiner, E. (2005) Private Learning, Public Needs: the neoliberal assault on democratic education, New York: 
Peter Lang 

 
Werquin, P. (2010) Recognising non-formal and informal learning: outcomes, policies and practices, OECD 
 
West, J. (2007) ‘Recognition of non-formal and informal learning: the case against’. Study prepared for the 
meeting of the OECD Group of experts. Vienna, 2-3 October 2007 
 
 

22

Level 3, Vol. 9, Iss. 1 [2018], Art. 3

https://arrow.tudublin.ie/level3/vol9/iss1/3
DOI: 10.21427/D7D73G


	Policy Development and Implementation Procedures for Recognition of Prior Learning: a Case Study of Practice in Higher Education
	Recommended Citation

	POLICY DEVELOPMENT AND IMPLEMENTATION PROCEDURES FOR RECOGNITION OF PRIOR LEARNING:

